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ABSTRACT This paper highlights ways in which examining the storied experience of students
may enhance our understanding of the complexities of curriculum making and diversity.
Teachers, administrators, and other members of a diverse urban school implemented curriculum,
practices, and policies that suggested a commitment to acknowledging the home cultures,
languages, and religions that students brought to school. Examination of one Chinese student’s
“stories of experience” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990), however, revealed nuances and
unexpected complexities of balancing integration into mainstream peer groups in school while
growing up in an immigrant home. The nuances highlight ways in which schooling may
contribute to shaping the ethnic identity of immigrant and minority students in ways that are
much more complex than realized by teachers, administrators, and policy makers.

Introduction
An Interesting Time in My Childhood
An interesting time in my childhood was when I was four years old, and my Dad,
my Mom and I went to China to get my sister. My parents didn’t bring my sister to
Canada when they came, because their trip from China to Canada was
dangerous. Because my sister lived with my aunt until she was six, she didn’t
really remember my mom. But when my sister came to Canada, she and I
developed a very good relationship. (Student Journal Entry, April 12, 2002)
Lisa submitted the above journal entry as part of a class assignment to “Write about an
interesting time in your childhood” during the spring term of her seventh grade year. She wrote
about meeting her sister for the first time. The details revealed in this journal entry provide a
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glimpse of the complexity of immigration for her family and allude to factors that may have
contributed to shaping her sense of identity as a Chinese Canadian and challenges she may
experience as she attempts to balance affiliation to her home and school cultures as a middle
school student.
I first heard about Lisa prior to meeting her in person. During the first week of school,
Lisa’s homeroom teacher, Mr. Cabott, told me that about half of his new seventh grade students
were the younger siblings of students he had taught in eighth grade the previous year. He said,
“And Lisa is Annie’s younger sister. But they have different last names” (Chan, E., Field notes,
September 2001). Intrigued, I asked for further details. Mr. Cabott explained that Annie’s last
name is “Huang” while her younger sister’s last name is “Wong.” This brief conversation raised
questions in my mind about ethnic identity and multicultural education that later guided my
interactions with Lisa, Annie, and their teachers.
In this paper, I examine the storied experience of a Chinese Canadian student to inform
my understanding of the complexities of curriculum making and diversity. I consider the
interaction of culture and curriculum, to explore ways in which participation in the home and the
school curriculum interacted to contribute to shaping the ethnic identity of an urban middle
school student born into an immigrant Chinese family. I consider questions such as: How is
Lisa’s home culture addressed in her school context? Are there ways in which her learning about
her family’s culture at home intersect with her learning in her school curriculum? What kinds of
challenges does Lisa encounter in her school community where Chinese is acknowledged to
varying degrees but where English language and Canadian school practices prevail? What are
some of the ways in which she feels connected to her home culture? and, Are there ways her
teachers could support the development and maintenance of her family’s home language and
culture through the mandated school curriculum?i
Review of Existing Research
Increasingly Diverse Society
North American society is becoming increasingly diverse (US Census Bureau, 2010;
2011; Statistics Canada, 2011), and this diversity is reflected in schools. There has been
substantial growth in the body of research literature addressing the curricular needs of students of
diverse backgrounds and the challenges of designing, implementing, and assessing curriculum
for a diverse student population. We know more about the challenges that individuals of diverse
backgrounds may encounter in schools and ways in which resources and programs may be made
more accessible to socially and culturally diverse students. Cummins (1996, 2001), Gay (2010),
and Nieto and Bode (2011), for example, advocate for the sharing of student knowledge about
their cultural backgrounds as a curricular resource, and Cummins et al. (2005), Igoa (1995), and
Wong-Fillmore (1991a, b) emphasize the importance of incorporating knowledge about home
cultures and languages in the school curriculum. Paley’s (1995) integrated curriculum had
parents and children discussing ethnic values, rituals, and individual cultural experiences through
family stories to foster a sense of community within the classroom, and Banks’ (1995) work
highlights the importance of the inclusion of culture in the curriculum as an opportunity for
students to develop positive racial attitudes. Indeed, we have much more information about the
importance of culturally-sensitive and culturally-relevant curriculum that affirms the diversity of
students in schools (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Nieto & Bode, 2011) than in the past.
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Need for Further Acknowledgement of Diversity in Schools
Nonetheless, there is a need for further knowledge about how we might engage students
of diverse backgrounds more fully in school communities. Valenzuela (2009), Valdes (1996),
and Lomawaima (2003; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006) discuss ways in which some of the
existing practices in American schools might be perceived as suggesting an underlying lack of
respect for the home cultures of students of diverse backgrounds. Cummins et al. (2005), for
example, claim a lack of recognition for the potential of cultural and linguistic knowledge as
societal resources, stating that it is difficult to argue that we are teaching the whole child when
school policies dictate that students “leave their language and culture at the school-house door”
(p. 38). Gandara and Hopkins (2010) outline ways in which restrictive language policies may
contribute to further disengagement of English language learners in school; not only do they lack
English language proficiency to interact with native English speaking peers, but they are not
permitted to use their home languages to build friendships with peers of the same cultural
background. Lomawaima and McCarty (2006) outline tensions when Native American students
perceive the need to abandon their home cultures in order to be accepted by mainstream cultural
groups. In some of my own work examining my experiences of “ethnic identity in transition”
(Chan, 2003), I refer to the intersection of culture and curriculum as “conflicting stories to live
by” (Chan, 2010) when students from minority backgrounds feel caught between school and
home when expectations in the two places differ significantly (Clandinin, Connelly, & Chan,
2002). Hamann and Zuniga (2011) go so far as to refer to the chasms between school curriculum
and the lack of acknowledgement for the home cultures of immigrant and minority students as
“ruptures.”
This body of work reveals and outlines details of ways in which balancing affiliation to
home and school cultures may be difficult for students of minority background. The work
suggests that there remains much we do not yet know about the “cultural harmonies and
tensions” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2002) that students of diverse social and cultural backgrounds
experience. Carger (1996), Chan and Ross (2009), Huber, Murphy, and Clandinin (2011),
Phillion (2002), Chan and Schlein (in press), and Schlein and Chan’s (2012) work examining the
nuances of cross-cultural and multicultural teaching and learning using a narrative inquiry
approach are among the growing body of work addressing the intersection of culture and
curriculum in schools in an experiential way.
Clandinin’s (1986) long-term, narrative inquiry work with an elementary teacher offers a
glimpse of the ways in which teachers’ identities and experiences outside of the classroom may
inform and shape their curricular decisions. This body of “teacher knowledge” gained through
personal and professional experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996)—termed “personal
practical knowledge” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990)—differs from the “knowledge of teachers”
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1996) that is gained from expert sources such as professional documents
and sources, in that it is unique to the circumstances and contexts of each teacher.
Just as teachers’ “narratives of experience” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988) provide details
of the complexity of teacher lives on school landscapes that extend beyond the confines of
school life, examination of students’ experiences in school suggest a rich intersection of
influences contributing to their curriculum experiences and sense of identity. Examination of the
details of students’ experiences of curriculum offer a glimpse of the importance of these details
in shaping the identity and knowledge of students (Clandinin, et al., 2006; Chan, 2007; 2010;
Huber, et al., 2011; Clandinin, Steeves, & Caine, 2013). Details of students’ experiences as they
move back and forth from home to school and then back again may be understood as an
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intersection of learning in the home and community, with learning through the school
curriculum. Recognition of the interconnectedness between experience and education in this
examination of the intersection of home and school learning is grounded in Dewey’s (1938)
work.
Recognizing these interconnections in learning, Huber, et al. (2011) argue that
understandings of curriculum should, appropriately, extend to learning that is experienced
outside of school, such as in families and communities. They describe this work as “a curriculum
of lives” (Clandinin, et al., 2013), acknowledging the influences of family and community
experiences in contributing to and extending the learning of children in ways much more
complex than previously perceived.
Shifting the focus to students and their families informs our understanding of the
complexity of curriculum, by revealing the potential contribution of experiences beyond
classrooms and schools to the school learning of students. In the process, our understanding of
the complexities of teaching and curriculum are enriched.
Purposes
In this paper, I explore what we might learn about students’ cultural experiences by
looking more closely at ways in which they share and reveal aspects of their cultural knowledge
through participation in school curriculum. Using a narrative inquiry approach, I examine
“harmonies and tensions” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2002) of one student, Lisa’s, “stories of
experience” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) of the inclusion of culture in her school curriculum.
Through interaction with Lisa and her teachers about their experiences at Bay Street School, I
learned about nuances of ethnic identity formation and about challenges teachers may encounter
when attempting to implement curriculum that acknowledges students’ home culture.
Interwoven into this study examining Lisa’s experiences of balancing her home and
school communities is my experience of drawing upon my own experiences as a child growing
up in an immigrant household; I consider ways in which the lens of my childhood experiences
inform my interpretation of Lisa’s experiences. I explore ethical considerations of researcher
interpretation of student experiences when the researcher, while recognizing the potential for
extreme differences within the group, also claims to be knowledgeable about some aspects of the
ethnic group through membership in the same group.
Theoretical Framework
Building upon Dewey’s (1938) theory of the interconnectedness between education and
experience, I refer to all that occurred within and beyond Lisa’s school context as education. I
consider the challenges of capturing the complexities of student life in the process of “composing
lives in transition” (Clandinin, et al., 2013) as I explore ethnic identity formation in relation to
school curriculum. Stories of experience gathered through interaction with the students on the
school landscape using a narrative inquiry approach (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; 2000) provide
a means of understanding the students’ experiences. Huber, et al.’s (2011) notion of narrative
inquiry as relational multiperspectival inquiry runs deeply throughout this piece.
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A Narrative Inquiry Approach to Learning about Lisa’s Experiences
Using a narrative inquiry approach, which focuses on inquiring into stories of experience
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin & Connelly, 1994), I
conducted participant observations, took part in all aspects of classroom life, attended staff
meetings and school events, and interacted with members of the Bay Street School community to
learn about ways in which issues of ethnicity, culture, and language played out in the school
context. Lisa, her classmates, and her teachers were research participants in this study.
Observations were conducted over two years as Lisa and her classmates began seventh grade and
continued until they graduated from eighth grade. All interactions took place while I was a
researcher in Lisa’s classroom, as I engaged participants in conversations about their experiences
of culture in the curriculum in the context of regular school activities.
Descriptive field notes and research journal entries were made following classroom
observations, participation in the classroom and school, and conversations with Lisa, her
classmates and her teachers. Research journal entries, interview transcripts, and field note
records were computerized, and all data, including samples of student work, communication
between home and school, community announcements, and media coverage were filed into an
existing research archive system.
Learning about Lisa
Lisa’s Family
I present here details of Lisa’s experiences as a Chinese Canadian in the Bay Street
School and neighboring community. Lisa was born into a Cantonese-speaking immigrant
Chinese family in Toronto, Canada. Her brother, Matthew, five years younger, was also born in
Toronto. Her parents and her elder sister, Annie, two years older than Lisa, were born in
Guongdong province of China. Lisa’s parents originally settled in a community off the Main
Street area of Toronto when they first arrived in Canada but moved into the Bay Street School
community when Lisa was eight years old. All three children attended Bay Street School until
Annie graduated from eighth grade and moved to the local high school. Lisa moved to eighth
grade while their younger brother, Matthew, began third grade.
Lisa’s father owns and runs a bakery in a neighborhood shopping area. The family lives
in rooms above the bakery, along with workers who rent out rooms in the same building and
work in the bakery. The workers in the bakery help to keep an eye on Lisa and Matthew during
after-school hours when their father and mother are working. Lisa’s father is often away from the
bakery, traveling on business to deliver the baked goods to Chinese grocery stores and to expand
their customer base in various places in Canada and the United States. Her mother assembles
computers at a company located in the suburbs north of Toronto, near where her aunt, her
mother’s only relative in Canada, lives. Lisa and Annie have both spoken about how the family
eats their meals with the workers in the bakery. The workers usually prepare the evening meal
for the family since their mother does not return home until later in the evening after commuting
on public transportation. Lisa’s exposure to Chinese culture is reinforced through interactions
with family members and through regular interaction with the bakery workers. Lisa has spoken
about how the workers taught her to play games popular in China when they were children. One
day, she described a marble game that I have heard about from my mother’s own childhood
memories in China.
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Subsequent interactions with Lisa and other members of the Bay Street School
community helped to inform my understanding of Lisa’s experiences as a second generation
Chinese Canadian. Kerby (1991) stated that “experiences come to one not in discrete instances
but as part of an ongoing life” (p. 16). I was struck by how I learned about Lisa’s life as a
Chinese Canadian through tidbits of information she shared about her family and her school and
home life as she interacted with her friends and classmates, her teachers, and with me in her
school context. Lisa referred to family members when she told me about after-school and
weekend excursions, and I heard about the Chinese workers in her father’s bakery when she
needed to call home for permission to stay at school later than usual to finish a research project
or to help out at school events such as “Curriculum Night” or “Multicultural Night.” I learned
about the circumstances of her family’s arrival in Canada when she wrote about her sister,
Annie’s, arrival in Canada in her writing assignment for her teacher.
In the journal entry presented at the beginning of this paper, Lisa referred to the
circumstances under which her family emigrated from China to settle in Canada. She also spoke
about changes within her family when her sister arrived in Canada to join her family after having
spent her first six years in the care of her maternal aunt in China.
Until Annie’s arrival, Lisa was an only child, since their younger brother was born after
Annie’s arrival. Annie’s arrival in Canada represented a significant change for both Lisa and
Annie. Annie thought of her aunt as her mother figure, had not seen her parents since she was a
baby, and had never met her younger sister, Lisa. Annie arrived in Toronto at the age of six to a
family who was her own but who must have felt as foreign to her as a family of strangers might,
since they were not a part of her daily life during her years in China living with her aunt.
Moreover, Lisa and Annie’s relationship as sisters was different than what might be
expected in a traditional Chinese family. In China, as the older sister, Annie might have been
expected to look after her younger siblings and to guide them. In her situation, however, she
needed to rely on Lisa, her younger sister, for help expressing even basic needs since she did not
initially speak English at all. Lisa, on the other hand, was fluent in English since she was born in
Canada and was familiar with a routine that involved shifts from Chinese to English and from
home to daycare, since she had attended an English-run daycare since the age of two while her
parents worked. Since Lisa was relatively comfortable using English, she helped her older sister
in a way that an older sister in a Chinese family might be expected to guide a younger sister. In
China, Annie was raised with her older cousin and was coddled as the youngest child in the
family. Since “she was another person’s child,” Lisa said, she was raised with special
consideration. Annie needed to learn about her new family, her new home, and a new schedule
of daily activities after her family returned to Toronto from China. Lisa remembers Annie as not
especially liking her at first. She said she had to fight with her to give her a goodnight kiss, and
Annie did not want to share her belongings or her sweets with her younger sister. Lisa spoke
about how she remembered looking over at her sister in their daycare playground to see Annie
brushing large flakes of snow from her coat collar as if they were insects.
The initial awkwardness and confusion that Lisa, Annie, and other family members may
have experienced upon Annie’s arrival in Canada may seem relatively insignificant in the large
scheme of immigration and settlement when so many immigrants have suffered through war,
abuse, refugee camps, and violent loss of family members. These details, however, provide a
glimpse of the complexity of immigration for the individuals involved. The experience of
immigration in Lisa’s family has likely contributed to shaping how she and her sister Annie see
themselves as members of the Chinese community as well as their Canadian community. The
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differences may be manifested in various ways. On one occasion, for example, the differences
may have been manifested in the friends to whom they gravitated. While both Lisa and Annie’s
friendships tended toward groups of girls in their classes who also had a Chinese heritage, there
were subtle differences that might have reflected differences in their early childhood
experiences. While Annie often spoke in Chinese with her group of friends, some of whom were
Chinese-born and had arrived in Canada as children, Lisa always spoke in English when
communicating with her Chinese friends in school. I witnessed an interaction one afternoon
when Annie and a new classmate excitedly told their teacher of the discovery that both had in
common the small village in Guangdong province in the south of China where they had lived as
children. Lisa would be unlikely to have had the same sense of connection to a place in China
she had visited only briefly with her family as a preschooler. Reflection upon the circumstances
of immigration and settlement in Lisa’s family and the ways in which her family is connected to
other members of the Chinese community in China and in Canada highlight the complexities of
immigration.
Bay Street School Community
While the specific details surrounding Lisa’s family’s arrival in Toronto are unique to her
family, the need to adapt to and overcome challenges of immigration and settlement is an
experience shared among many peers and classmates in her school community. To begin with,
Lisa is among a large number of students of Chinese descent at Bay Street School. From a
teacher-developed “Every Student Survey” administered to students during Lisa’s seventh-grade
year, 293 of the 686 students attending the school spoke at least one dialect of Chinese (Ross &
Chan, 2008). The number of students who speak Chinese, whether Cantonese, Mandarin, or
Fujianese, freely in the school community is such that Chinese and English co-exist, and the
availability of people with whom to interact and ask about Chinese language and culture validate
its presence as a strong influence in the school. The use of Cantonese—Lisa’s family’s dialect of
Chinese—at Bay Street School is common and well accepted. I have heard both Lisa and Annie
speak in Chinese with teachers, peers, and their parents during classes and school-sponsored
events such as ”Curriculum Night,” “Multicultural Night,” band concerts, and graduation.
Lisa’s family lives in a neighborhood located just minutes from the largest and most wellknown of the five Chinatowns in the Toronto area. Toronto has a high proportion of immigrants,
second only to Miami, Florida (Statistics Canada, 2003b), with the Chinese community as the
largest visible minority group (Statistics Canada, 2003a, c) and Chinese is the top non-official
language spoken in Toronto (Statistics Canada, 2003c). Lisa’s family lives within walking
distance of a commercial area complete with restaurants, grocery and variety stores, bakeries,
medical, dental, and legal services, travel agents, and clothing and book stores where Cantonese,
the language used in her family and by a large number of the Chinese community in Toronto, is
the language of communication. Moreover, the area surrounding Bay Street School is populated
with many recent immigrants, including many from China. Although Lisa’s family often leaves
the neighborhood to shop for clothes and food or to visit relatives who live in the suburbs north
of Toronto, many of the families at Bay Street School rarely leave this community, where they
may survive quite comfortably speaking only in Chinese. The services available are such that
they do not need to leave except by choice. In fact, many of the grandparents from the
neighborhood who come to the Parent Centre in the school with their preschool-aged
grandchildren do not speak English or speak only at a very basic level, although a number of
them have been in Canada for over 15 years.
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The ethnic and linguistic diversity of the neighborhood in which Lisa lives is reflected in
the student population at Bay Street School. Based on the results of the “Every Student Survey”
referred to earlier, students were found to speak 31 languages and dialects and represent 39
countries (Ross & Chan, 2008). This diversity is supported in the school through a wide range of
programs and services. An International Languages program is integrated into the school
curriculum to provide students with language instruction in Cantonese and Mandarin Chinese,
Arabic, Spanish, Vietnamese, and Swahili. The use of maternal languages is both common and
accepted throughout the school, and interaction between school staff and non-English speaking
members of the students’ families is facilitated through the availability of settlement workers,
interpreters, and translators who translate correspondence between the school and the students’
homes into six different languages. Through classroom observations and participation in school
events and activities, I have seen administrators and teachers at Bay Street School incorporate
into the curriculum lessons addressing issues of cultural diversity, racism, equality, and injustice,
and demonstrate a desire to learn about the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of the students. I
describe some of these practices and lessons in upcoming sections.
“An English one for me, a Chinese one for my mother”:
Addressing Family Diversity Through School Practices
One day during the winter term of her seventh-grade year, I watched Lisa take two copies
of a school notice informing parents of the departure of the vice principal for a nearby school to
become a principal. She said out loud as she slipped the notices into her binder, “An English one
for me, a Chinese one for my mother.” I had seen Annie pick up two copies of the curriculum her
eighth-grade teachers had prepared for “Curriculum Night” a year earlier and say nearly the same
thing. Annie and Lisa’s parents do not read English very well, and Annie and Lisa do not read
Chinese very well. Lisa and Annie’s practice of taking a Chinese notice for their parents and an
English one for themselves reinforces the importance of accommodations such as this one at Bay
Street School, where correspondence between the school and the students’ homes is facilitated
through the availability of notices translated into the students’ home languages. It was an
example of ways in which practices at Bay Street School might accommodate for the language
and cultural diversity of the students and their families.
Bay Street School is among the small number of schools in the district where
International Language classes are integrated into the regular school day. Students at the school
choose from Cantonese Chinese, Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, Black Culture and Language,
Arabic, and Vietnamese International Language classes. Each student from kindergarten to
eighth grade spends 45 minutes, four times a week, in International Language class.
The students’ experience of Chinese language classes as part of the regular school day
differs significantly from what I experienced as a child attending Chinese classes on weekends in
a community far from my home. Furthermore, the proximity of Bay Street School to a
neighborhood where there are many Chinese residents enhances Lisa’s exposure to Chinese
language and culture, resources to learn about Chinese language and culture in her school and in
the community, and access to Chinese learning resources and Chinese-made products that are
popular among teens. With the large population of Chinese students in her school, the inclusion
of Chinese language classes within the regular school curriculum, the acceptance of Chinese
language use within the school, and its proximity to the large Chinatown where many students
live, Lisa has much more exposure to Chinese language and culture than I did as a child.
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Moreover, Lisa’s peers are accustomed to hearing Chinese spoken within the school; they know
Lisa takes Cantonese Chinese for International Language class and that she celebrates Chinese
holidays.
Whether Lisa would be able to speak Chinese and be knowledgeable about Chinese
culture if she did not live in this community and attend Bay Street School is not known.
However, the strong Chinese presence likely contributes to a sense of support for the
development of Chinese language proficiency and knowledge about cultural traditions. In
comparison to my own childhood experiences, Chinese culture is more likely to be
acknowledged outside the home, and Chinese food has become more mainstream as the number
of Chinese restaurants has increased, and Chinese food has become more commonly eaten
among non-Chinese populations within the city. In addition, Chinese festivals such as the
Dragon Boat Races, New Year’s, and Autumnal Moon Festivals are now more commonly
celebrated in the greater community (Chan, 2003). The extent of exposure to Chinese culture and
language in Lisa’s neighborhood likely contributes to shaping her sense of ethnic identity as a
Chinese Canadian as involving an interaction of both Chinese and non-Chinese influences in her
school and neighborhood community. The lack of exposure to Chinese culture and language
outside my home during my own childhood likely contributed to my sense of ethnic identity as a
Chinese Canadian as involving a clear distinction between places where Chinese language and
traditions were celebrated and places where they were not. Lisa and her peers, in contrast, seem
to have opportunities to learn about the home cultures of their peers as cultural practices arise in
conversations with peers and teachers in the context of their classroom and school and to
participate in discussions about nuances of diversity during lessons. Aspects of different cultures
and languages are incorporated into the school curriculum such that I do not perceive the same
kind of division between home and school culture that I perceived during my own childhood
(Chan, 2003).
Further Complexities of Ethnic Identity: Narratives of Maternal Language Acquisition and
Loss
Yet despite this seeming acceptance of her family’s culture and language in her school
context, there are nuances, underlying influences, that likely contribute to shaping Lisa’s sense of
ethnic identity and sense of belonging in her ethnic community. To begin with, Lisa’s
proficiency in Cantonese is connected to her sense of ethnic identity in that maternal language
proficiency shapes her ability to communicate with other members of the Cantonese-speaking
Chinese community. Although Lisa is able to speak in Cantonese with her parents and does
relatively well in her Chinese International Language class, she is not confident in her ability to
read, speak, or write Chinese. Even in Chinese class, she does not speak to her peers or her
teacher in Chinese, preferring to incorporate Chinese vocabulary into otherwise English
sentences. This is especially obvious given that many of her peers have spent a good part of their
childhood in China and are therefore able to read and write Chinese at a relatively high level of
proficiency, but they are in her Chinese class only because they are at the same grade level in the
Canadian school system.
One day, when I asked Lisa about the Chinese characters in her International Language
text, she asked her friend Ai Mei, who arrived at Bay Street School from Fujian province of
China in the second grade and who had a foundation in Chinese before leaving China, for
assistance. Ai Mei reads Chinese relatively well, but she provides the pronunciation for the
characters in Mandarin since she only speaks very limited Cantonese, learned from Cantonese-
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speaking classmates and friends at Bay Street School. Her own family speaks Fujianese, and she
acquired Mandarin through schooling in China before arriving in Canada and through her
Mandarin Chinese International Language class at Bay Street School. Lisa then referred back to
recent lessons from her Chinese text and matched Ai Mei’s Mandarin pronunciation with the
Cantonese equivalent. Another day, I asked Lisa about the Chinese character on the front of her
T-shirt. I actually knew the character but was curious as to whether she knew it as well. Lisa
called over to Ai Mei for the pronunciation, and when Ai Mei provided it for her in Mandarin,
she repeated the Mandarin pronunciation to me. I wondered whether she did not know it. I
commented that the word is often displayed during Chinese New Year but that it is placed upside
down. The pronunciation for the word “upside down” in Cantonese sounds like the pronunciation
for the verb “to arrive;” when this character is turned upside down, it means that luck will arrive.
The symbol for “luck,” turned upside down to symbolize the “arrival of luck,” is displayed
prominently on doors in Chinese households during the Lunar New Year season. Lisa must have
known this as well, because when she heard me say this, she corrected the Mandarin
pronunciation Ai Mei had provided previously and told me that the Cantonese pronunciation for
the character was “fook,” not “foo,” the Mandarin pronunciation Ai Mei had provided. Lisa
knew about the Chinese custom of turning the character upside down and was likely familiar
enough with the word to draw on this knowledge but not familiar enough to recall it
spontaneously or independently. Growing up in a Chinese family in a community near Toronto’s
Chinatown, she has likely been exposed to many Chinese customs and practices. Although she
may not understand or agree with the rationale for the practices, she is nonetheless aware of
many of them.
As I reflected upon Lisa’s knowledge of and proficiency in Chinese, I thought about her
limited reading ability in Chinese and her tendency to prefer English even in the presence of
Chinese peers and teachers when compared to her Chinese-born peers. Although Lisa speaks
Cantonese with her parents, relatives, and the people who work in her father’s bakery, a
combination of both English and Cantonese with her International Language teacher at Bay
Street School, her sister, and members of her church community, she speaks in English with
everyone else, including her Chinese classmates who have been in Canada long enough to speak
English relatively well. She only uses Cantonese with Chinese students who do not speak or
understand English well, but there are not many Chinese students who fall into this category in
her homeroom class; students going into the ESL Reception Classii at Bay Street School in the
past few years have been more likely to speak Mandarin. Since Lisa does not speak Mandarin,
she does not use Chinese with these students either. Despite opportunities to learn and to use
Chinese in her school, home, and neighborhood settings, she still struggles with acquiring
Chinese fluency.
Within the body of literature addressing the experiences of North American-born
students of immigrant parents, lack of proficiency in the maternal language has often been
identified among the challenges of individuals born or raised outside of their family’s home
country. The predominance of English, combined with limited exposure or opportunities to
develop proficiency in the family’s home language, often contributes to: limited proficiency in
the home language with which to communicate with non-English speaking parents and family
members; feelings of isolation and alienation from their ethnic community; and difficulties
accessing their family’s culture (Cummins, 1996; 2001; Cummins & Danesi, 1990; Igoa, 1995;
Khu, 2001; Kouritzin, 1999; Wong-Fillmore, 1991a; 1991b). Wong-Fillmore (1991a) elaborated
upon the dire consequences of maternal language loss when parents lose the ability to “convey to
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the[ir children] their values, beliefs, understandings, or wisdom about how to cope with their
experiences. They cannot teach them about the meaning of work, or about personal
responsibility, or what it means to be a moral or ethical person in a world with too many choices
and too few guideposts to follow” (p. 343).
Sometimes, individuals struggled with finding the language to inform family
members of events of personal and professional success (Kouritzin, 1999). Lisa, for
example, lacked fluency in Cantonese to communicate her pride in her extraordinary
academic accomplishments. Toward the end of her eighth-grade year, Lisa was named
valedictorian of her graduating class. A few days before the graduation ceremony, she
was practicing her speech in her classroom after school with Mr. Cabott, her homeroom
teacher. Mr. Cabott asked her whether she had told her parents about the honor of being
named valedictorian, and Lisa responded that she had. Mr. Cabott then asked what they
had said about it and whether they understood what it meant. Lisa explained that her
mother understood a little after she had told her that she was doing what Annie’s friend,
Liz, had done a couple of years ago at their eighth-grade graduation. She said that her
father did not understand at all. Mr. Cabott emphasized she should be sure to explain it to
them.
When I heard Lisa talk about how her parents did not know about the details of what she
was doing in school, I could relate to what she was saying, because there are aspects of my
school and work worlds that I have not shared with my parents. A lack of proficiency in Chinese
and a lack of common context from which events in school could be put into a context my
parents would understand further hinders me. Drawing upon my own experiences helped to
enrich my understanding of Lisa’s hesitation in explaining to her parents in greater detail her
wonderful accomplishment as valedictorian of her graduating class. At the same time, I was
mindful of the likelihood of alternative interpretations as well.
Recognition of the role of maternal language loss, and by association, the possible role of
school in contributing to or facilitating this loss through its explicit focus on English as the
language of instruction and communication in school, highlights the complexity of intersections
between student diversity and curriculum. As we further consider possible contributions of outof-school experiences in shaping student learning, examination of the details of student
narratives offers us a glimpse of the ways in which participation in school curriculum might be
experienced by students from diverse social and cultural backgrounds.
The Blurring of Lines between Home and School, as Seen Through Lisa’s Narratives of
Experiences
Examination of Lisa’s stories of experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) provided a
glimpse of the interaction of culture and curriculum, to inform our understanding of the ways in
which influences in the home and school environment may intersect to contribute to shaping a
sense of ethnic identity for students of diverse social and cultural backgrounds. Lisa’s writing
about “an interesting time in [her] life” for a class assignment introduced details of her life, and
prompted questions about her family’s journey of immigration, her sister’s experiences in China
as well as after her arrival in Canada, her family’s political affiliation, her parent’s work
circumstances, her family’s living circumstances, her extended family, interaction with other
Cantonese speakers in Toronto, and Cantonese language proficiency, to begin with. Some of
these questions arose in the context of her participation in her school curriculum or in
interactions with her teachers and peers, while others arose in interactions with extended family
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members, such as her maternal aunt who lives in the suburbs or the workers in her father’s
bakery who cook supper and eat with her family each evening. These interactions all had the
potential to contribute to shaping her sense of ethnic identity. These questions do not, by any
means, represent a complete list but serve as recognition of the issues related to culture and
ethnic identity that were raised through writing about events in one student’s life for the purpose
of a curriculum assignment. A curriculum assignment that began in Lisa’s classroom extended
well beyond the confines of her school.
Huber, Murphy, and Clandinin’s (2011) notion of narrative inquiry as relational
multiperspectival inquiry is an apt description of an inquiry into ways in which curricular
experiences may interconnect with experiences and influences outside the school context to
contribute to the ethnic identity of a Chinese Canadian student such as Lisa. The web of
interconnections that begin with Lisa who is the focus of this narrative inquiry extended to each
person with whom Lisa interacts, quickly becomes expansive. This recognition of far-reaching
influences from within to beyond classrooms highlights the potential of curricular experiences to
extend beyond the context of the classroom or student where academic and social lessons begin,
and for the potential influence of experiences beyond the classroom to contribute to shaping
curriculum implemented within school and classroom contexts. Examination of Lisa’s
experiences in this narrative inquiry is “multiperspectival” through the many perspectives
represented but also through its range of influences that go beyond her immediate home and
school community through the experiences that each individual with whom she interacts brings
to interactions with her. For example, her interactions with her sister, Annie, who experienced a
different preschool context than did Lisa while she remained in China before her parents could
return to bring her to join the family, introduces influences that intersect with those she brings to
their interactions. A narrative inquiry into Annie’s experiences would undoubtedly include
experiences that differ, but that may intersect, with those featured in this inquiry focusing on
Lisa’s experiences. Similarly, the idea of far reaching interconnections extending beyond those
of relevance in the current context, could be applied to Lisa’s teachers, her Canadian born
Chinese friends, her Chinese born classmates, her Chinese-born older sister, her younger brother,
her parents, the older Cantonese speaking workers in her family’s bakery, her homeroom teacher
who does not speak any Chinese at all, and even to myself, as a Canadian-born Chinese person
who spent most of her life in city less culturally diverse than Toronto where she lives.
Interwoven into this examination of Lisa’s experience is an exploration of researcher
interpretation of student experiences, when the researcher claims to be knowledgeable about the
ethnic group through her own membership in the same group. As I learned about Lisa’s
experiences, I could not help but refer to my own experiences. I drew upon my experiences as a
second generation Chinese Canadian who was educated in Canadian schools as a data source to
inform my understanding of the interaction of culture and curriculum in a school setting.
My researcher voice interweaves through my examination of Lisa’s experiences in
school, and my interpretation of her experiences colors my understanding of her experiences in
countless ways. Recognition of this interweaving of researcher and participant experiences offers
further support for the many ways in which narratives of experience of one individual may
intersect with those of another, such that inquiry into one person’s experiences may also
interconnect with inquiry into the experiences of another.
Recognition of the importance of curriculum as a “life making process” (Huber, et al.,
2011) that extends notions of curriculum as a “course of life” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988)
further reinforces the importance of acknowledgment for learning that takes place beyond an
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academic, in-school context. This learning has the potential to enrich students’ experiences far
into the future even if the impact of such learning does not seem pressing at this point in time.
This acknowledgment of curriculum that extends beyond the classroom, and recognition
of the interconnections between school and out of school learning in contributing to curriculum
as a life making process, reinforces the importance of learning beyond school and classrooms.
For students such as Lisa, who are academically strong and with strong friendships with peers,
there is little urgency to researching challenges she may encounter in her classroom, school, or
neighborhood community when there are so many others with more pressing challenges.
Recognition of curriculum as a “life making process” (Huber, et al., 2011) adds further layers of
complexities to questions about the role of schooling in contributing to the lives of students in
the future and about challenges of integrating this curriculum with the academic curriculum.
Educational Significance
Examination of Lisa’s stories of experience highlight complexities surrounding the
intersection of culture and curriculum and reinforce the need to examine in further detail
challenges teachers may encounter when attempting to acknowledge students’ home cultures as a
way of engaging students of minority background. This study acknowledges the contribution of
an experiential approach to inform curricular decisions concerning students of ethnic minority
background. Knowledge about the challenges of implementing curriculum for an increasingly
diverse student population contributes to the field of Curriculum Studies by enhancing the ability
of educators to meet the needs of students of ethnic minority background in mainstream
schooling. This work has the potential to inform teaching practices, professional development for
educators, and decision making pertaining to the development of curriculum policies for
multicultural school contexts. In this way, this study contributes to a real-life understanding of
the experiences of immigrant and minority students in North American schools and beyond.
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Notes
i

The term curriculum may be used to refer to different kinds of curriculum, including mandated, lived, experienced
curriculum, and so on. I refer to the experienced curriculum in most cases in this paper but also make reference to
the mandated curriculum.
ii
Students who have arrive at Bay Street School with little or no knowledge of English are placed into the ESL
Reception Class until they reach a level of proficiency that enables them to be placed into mainstream classes with
same-aged peers.
iii
For reasons of privacy and confidentiality, the names of all people and places featured in this research have been
replaced with pseudonyms.
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